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readar*e, leyjpl.of aoral deTelopaent and hia p^f erred aod« of^ 
respoBae to literature • It vaa proapted by a Cflif aca concern J|C high 
school English teachers: the difficulty experienced by aany*^ * ^ 
adolescent readers in r^spohdiog' to the secosda^f literaimxe 
corri'coloa through an interpretive node. The study ^ypotheaized that*^ 
adolejbcent readera operating at the principled^ level of a*oral . 
developaent aa tested by. Jaaea Best's Deter ainiag lssu^a Teat (DIT) 
tfould prefer the interpretive aode. Beadar^ at levels belor the 
principled aovld aore frequently choose any of ,alx other* aodea of « ^ 
response to the saae three short stories* Subjects vera 74 'caacaai*an, 
aiddle*class# adoBescent boys froa a auburba)i high sch^ool in the Satf 
Francisco Bay irea. They coa plated Beat's DIT and other tests. Test 
results and respondents' agea and reading abilAtiea vera analjxed . 
atatisticallye The aator hypotheais was borne oat at the .05 level of 
significance. The principled thinkera aa defined by^thc DIT 
significantly aore often choae interpretive reapona^a. (Author) # 
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The RAationship Between Adolescents Levels 
of Moral Development and Their Responses 

to Three SKoft Stori-es m 



h^^zLan race can examine itself and perhaps learn lessons 
about life xinable to be learned in' any other way. But, 
many who have worked with young people know that the 
effects or literature and even carefully thought but , 
litcratiire programs are dft^n negligible foxr many students. 

. However, xintil recently, .it; has been extraaely diffi- 
cult £or researchers to look at both the cognitive and • 

.effective aspects of response to litermture at the same 

^ *" 
time. In much of the previous research, either reading 

•■ ...,.»'...-..•■.. • ' 
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When students reach their « adolescence, their concerns. \ 
increasingly switch from. pleasing their teachers, their ^ 
parents and concentrating on the'^ills ^ught in the class- 
room to pleasing theiy: pefers and developiVig an identity and 
a facility in what they perceive to be the 'real world.' 
English teachers and secondary literature ciarricul\jm ' 
developers have. tried to take this into accoxmt yhen choos- 
ing selections for high schpol readers. Historically, \ 
literature has been, among other things, a vehicle through^ 
^ich educators have attempted to make students more 
. 'hxjman.' Literatxare can, provide a mirror through, *which /t;he ' ^ 
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ability or emotional components were looked at .in one way 
6r 'anothei: but rarely^ ^if ever, together. Nefvertheless , 

vheii'One of the two components vas missing, it' b^ame 

^ *' . • 

apparent that the full impact of the reading program >a8 

I ^ . ' ■ - 

diluted. ^ On the other hand, , developmental theory has much 

to say £vbout the growth of the child's abtlities to ^xjQCtion 

'at various levels ^in a variety of envpM^aents and s.itua^ 

tions, and moral development theory, in particular, offers 

an. additional 'tool to the^ researcher attempting to look ^t 

cognitive abilities from a new. perspective , Precisely, it 

is ^he interaction* between an adolescent reader^s level of 

moral developinent , and response to literature that this 

stiidy examinees . . 

♦ Previous response to literature research has identi- 

fied six. Inclusive modes of re^pons^. , The ntost common, and 

usually the most desired, is the inC^jrpretive mode. In 

adolescent readerfe, one can expect this kind of respoAs^ 

approximately 40% to "60% of the' time., Th^ other moties, . 

none expected, more than 20% ^f . the time inclutde narrative, 

.when the reader retells the story, without atteoxpting to 

derive meaning; associational , . when ^e reader relates an 

aspect of the story to an trt^levatit past experience; ^ 

' • » ' • 

preacriptive,. when the- reader blames a aiiaVacter for an 

butcome- without attempting to understand motivation; litet- ' 

ary Judgment, when the reader (l^pregards Intent and on^y • 

• \ • . . . : ' ^ ■ ' i 
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remarks on his/her opini'on of the sCory*s qxialitv; self-. 

. . • I • - • ■ 

lijyolvem^nt , whei3| a reader over^mpathlzes with a character 
and disregards other aspects of -the work, and miscellaneous 
whicTi occurs less th^n 21 of the time. Interestingly, the 
preferred mo^e of literary response is not hl/ghly correlated 
with. I. Q., aex, reading ability, etc.^ (Squire, 1964;. 
Wilson, 1963). ^ ^ 

It is this author's contention tnat seme ot the skills 

demanded for properly grasping the, concepts and intents of 

* ' 

literature are the same skills which correspond to differcitt 

{ 

stages of moral development. As Kohlberg ^emphasizes, each 
\ievelopmental stage is qualitatively different from each 
previous stage (Kohlberg, 1973). It is not that the devel- 
opmental process is simply cumulative, but that it- repre- • 
sents a structural change in the individtaal ' s problem^solving 
strategies and offers that individual a different way of 

looking at hi^/her world. Therefore, this st\idy was 

\ ' 

designed to examipe whether the qualitatively different 
perspective of studehts operating at 'the highest . level of 
moral development that is,* the Post -conventional, would 
helpvthem to approach short stories .through the interpre 
tlve mode^. 
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* Method 

' t ' • . 

V To* research this question, I tested in six secondary ' 

English clas8r6c«BS in a public high school in the San 
Francisco Bay Area in. spring of 1977. Th^ school is located 
, in ari uj)per-mi'ddle- class suburb with very few minority 

families. • Fpr this stud^ I limited the analysis to white,, 
marie- students to limit. the nxjmber of variables to be con- 

^ - -V ^ V V 

«ldered. Altogether, I, ended up with complete protocols, % 
for 94 'subjects ,^ ages 14 through 18. 

, To test for the students' iievels of moral development, 
a* group test developed by James Rest at the University pf 
Minnesota was admioistejed. This test, the Determining 
Issues Test or PIT includes six Kohlbergian moral dilemmas 
each followed by twelve stateme^s--two representing each 
. st;age of moral development. However, since when pjrfesented 
with logical argimient's, persons 'wtri often prefer a state- , 
,ment one stage above their operational stage,^ on the PIT , 
^ stage one responses are eliminated. Instead, nonsensical 
statements are included to^rsee if respondents are trying 
\ ' to JBcore 'high* by choosing what sound ' like. the most 
• ; , sophisticated^nswers. Additionally, Rest includes' some 
^ 'AntiTestablishment' responses. Although these are dis- 
regarded in s t^ge- typing , Rest sees them as evidence oT a 
transition betWc^en stages four and five. (Rest, 1972) 

Af teY the stu'dent has Teac|ed on paper^ to each states 
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Hient from strongly agree to strongly disagree or don't . • . 
imderstand, he then ranks t\ie foJI statements' which bes^ 
describe his preferences for solving the moral dilemma. 
Since there are great differences between the interview 
"technique used by Kohlberg and forced-choice measures, Rest 
suggests against stage- typing. Instead, his meastire allows 
the researcher to arriv?, at a 'P' or Principled score. 
This score is the^p'ercefltage^ of ^ respondent ' 6 ^preferjences. 
for statCTients *fepresenting Post-Conventiorial thinking. 
^ A week after testing the^ students' levels o'f morkl 
development, I randomly, gave them ^iree shcj^t stories which 
they simultaneously *ead and heard on tape. After each 
story, the students were given a^ rfegponse sheet of 12 items 
that they ranked frOTi most descriptive to not At all de- 
scriptive pertaining to their initial, reactions to each 
story. Of the 12 statements, two represented ^ch mode of 
literacy response withsthe exception of miscellaneous* which 
'was used for cases of no response tcJ a particular d,tem. 
Then participants chose and ranked yhe three statements Chat 
best described their rea^ions. These rankings were ana-^ 
lyzed to arrive at an 'I' score (Interpretive). Any student 
\d.th a weighted score of ten (10) of a pos sib iV fifteen (15) 
was classified as an interpreter*. ; 

Fpllowing tKis, participants were'asked to, answer- foW ' 

^ .' , . 

questions: What was the , story about? Who ^id they like^^he 
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most and least of the characters in the story? What were 

th<iir reasons for their preferences? "These responses were 

analyzed as imits of thcfught and related to fche students* 

preferred mode of response and level of ritoral development. * 

Finally, after all t^e stories had been completed.i the par- 

V ^ ■ 

ticitants were asked to rank tfcfeir three .favorite characters 

The stories, "The Young Man and- the^ Mouse". by ~}^lliam 

Saroyan (Saroyan. 1958); "After Twenty Years" by Q'Henry 

(1906) ; "All the Years of Her Life" by Morley Callaghan 

(1936), all had central male chfl^racters , preseoted a moral . 

dilemna^^d provided a nximber of perspectives on Loyalty, 

the law, and propersty. ^ ' 

s > 

Results 

As shown on the following table, some significant 
results were found. Using a chi-square test, it. was veti- 
fied that readers opiating at the principled ievel of 
moral^ development did, in this sample, choose t^e interpre- 
tive mode of response more frequently than students^ at 
lower levels at the .05 level of statistical sigOif icarlce^ 
Furthermore, the IfJwer the raw 'P' score, the smaller the^ 

percentage of interpretive responses. 

' • ' • % 

Insert Table about^here . ♦ ^ ' ' 
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A seconS^ea of reader resppnse 'which provided inter- 
est was'%*ietlfier students would choose 'as their preferred - 
character those who seemed most like the reader, Althoijgh 

jr 

there was no apparent relationship between leveY of moral 
development and character preference, regardless of 'P' , 
three-quarters of all the respon^nts chose their 
favorite, a character which had been betrayed or^victimtzed 
as opposed to a character than had not. However, the three 
characters most chosen were also most unlike the readers. 
One was a mous^; one was a middle-aged wonUdi; one was a 
notorious gangster. One af the^^^dings of previous 
response to literature studies is that -students , especially 
boys, prefer reading about ♦characters like theiaselves. 
(Loban, 1954). In this study, students at all reading" 
levels overwhelmingly identified the mouse, woman, and 
gangster to be "least like thmselves,'* albeit on stape'r- 
ficial criterita, but chose them as t>ieir favorites. 

Finally, reading level did not correlate with 'I' or 
highly with 'P*. And, the numbers of free responses did not 
correlate with or highly with ♦'I'. 

- ■ w ' 

Discussion . v % - 

The implications of this stiidy could be of ^tise to botl;i 

researchers and practitioners, "^i^jpt, ways .of looking at 

. ^ - 

xi^oral development on a group basis rather than an ind^^vidtaal 
basis need to be refined. As'is tr\ie wit^ any papet and 
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. • • 10 
pei;icli measure, respondents are limited by their reading and 
"test-taking" abilities. Eurthermor^,^ if this sample is an 
indication ^ the group means were Che same a& Rest's atatis- 
.bical]|y^ ^ut the means within, the sample werie different 
which is why principled thinkers w^re* those scoring .40 ■ 
Lstead of Rest's suggested .45. 
\ ^econcj,, educators need to recognijfe thiat nQt only d6es 
the literary selection bring something to ^he reader, but 
that the reader brings something to the^work. (Rosenblatt, 
1971). Not only 4oes the reader cont;ribute his/her jdecod- 
ing, encoding, comprehension skills, experiences, prefer- 
ences, attitudes and valuesr but^also, certain problem-* 
solving Skills heretofore unexamined- -that is, those skills 

' correlating to a student's level and stage of mot'al develop-* 

• • • 

•ment. If, after replication, we find this to be true, both' 

.^i|.iterature curr^culim developers and classroom teachers can 

'\ake these, variables into ac^unt when making decisions 

about what to introduce to a class and how to' organize 

instruction. This is not to say that teachers should be- 
* . . . 

come involved in ..evaluating and typing their students, but ^ 
^hat educators need to be aware of additional, significant 
aspect of hxjman thinking- -moral development — before making 
iUsumption? about the appropriateness of materials. For 
example, it ^aay be, as has been indicated ,by the^ present 
fetudy, that the addition' of moral questions b^adens 'a. 
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,8tory' 8 appeal to a wider .variety of student reading abili- 
ties. Or, witl} fur^ther research, we may learn that 8(€lec- 
tionp vith a- moral dilelmma inhibit interpretive responses./. 
If nothing else, teachers must ask themselves if ^rha^ a 
student's difficulty with a selectpipn is a fvmction of yet! 
to ^e develop,ed skills in problem- so Iving^ rather than an 
inability to cotrectly comprehend^ th6 purpose of a piece of 
literature. Clearly, more research is needed on all these ^ 

questions . * * • ' " 

In conclusion, it seems eviderit th4t a relationship 
exists between an adolescent boy^ level of moral develop- 
ment and his preferred mode of literary response. Those 
students with sophisticated s.trategles for approaching 
moral dileonnas also, more frequeAtly, chose tp. approaoh. 
literature through irrterpretation. * * . 
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Musiber- of 
Respondents 



Score 'Range 



^^€tlve' 



30 
34 
10 



less thaii .26 
be|ween .26 and .40 
.40 or ^eater 



.211 
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'60X 



74 
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